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Tolkien and Old Germanic Ethics
Robert Boenig
The in d eb ted n ess o f T o lk ien  to  m edieval 
Germanic l i t e r a t u r e  i s  a x io m a tic . The Raw- 
l in s o n  and Bosworth P ro fe sso r  o f  Anglo-Saxon  
a t Oxford and founder o f  th e  K o lb ita r  C lub-- 
th e d is t in g u is h e d  group o f s c h o la r s  who met 
in  Oxford to  t r a n s la te  and d is c u s s  Old Norse 
sa g a s1 - -  a mnwhonce r e c i t e d  th e L ord's  
prayer in  G othic in to  a su sp e c t tap e record er  
to  e x o r c is e  any t e c h n o lo g ic a l  demons, was 
t h i s  c e n tu r y 's  g r e a te s t  a u th o r ity  on Old 
Germanic language and l i t e r a t u r e .  I t  ta k es  
o n ly  a s u p e r f ic ia l  f a m il ia r i t y  w ith  T o lk ie n 's  
im a g in a tiv e  works, m oreover, to  see  th a t  h is  
M id d le-ea rth , in  which good ch a ra c ter s  f ig h t  
a seem ingly  h o p e le ss  b a t t l e  a g a in s t  th e  
fo r c e s  o f  e v i l ,  i s  an Old Germanic w o r ld --  
th a t  o f  S n o r r i's  Edda and th e l a s t  h a lf  o f  
B eow ulf. C r i t ic s ,  o f  co u rse , have noted  
T o lk ie n 's  debt to  such works, 2 but a mere 
l i s t  o f  names3 be borrowed from Old E n g lish  
and Old N orse--B eorn , E o r l, Theoden, G andalf, 
D u rin --or even a l i s t  o f  ch a ra c ter s  he 
adapted fo r  u se--S m au g/G lau ru n g/F afn ir , 
T u r in /S ig u rdr , M orgoth/L oki, Theoden/Hrojpgar- 
-can n ot exh au st h is  in d eb te d n ess . Even more 
im p ortan t, I f e e l ,  than d e t a i l s  o f  ch a ra c ter  
and p lo t  i s  th e Germanic e t h ic  th a t  T o lk ien  
remolded fo r  The H ob b it, The Lord o f  th e  
R in g s, The S i lm a r i l l io n , The U n fin ish ed  
T a le s , and The L ost T a le s . The id ea  th a t  a 
w arrior must d ie  w ith  h is  lo rd  in  b a t t l e  i s  
one o f  th e most im portant moral in ju n c t io n s  
among th e  v a r io u s  Germanic p e o p le s ; how 
T olk ien  t r e a t s  i t  w i l l  serv e  as a good 
example o f  what T o lk ien  r e a l ly  d id  to  Old 
Germanic e t h ic s  as a w hole.
In  h is  Germania (c a . AD 1 0 0 ), T a c itu s  
p ro v id es us w ith  our e a r l i e s t  l i t e r a r y
w itn e s s  t o  w hat he f i n d s  a  re m a rk a b le  c u s to m :
Cum ven tum  in  a c ie m , t u r p e  p r i n c i p i  
v i r t u t e  v i n c i ,  t u r p e  c o m i t a tu i  
v i r t u t e m  p r i n c i p i s  non a d a e q u a re .
Iam v e ro  in fa m e  i n  omnem v ita m  ac  
p ro b ro su m  s u p e r s t i t e m  p r i n c i p i  suo  
ex  a c i e  r e c e s s i s s e :  i l iu m  
d e f e n d e r e ,  t u e r i ,  su a  quoque f o r t i a  
f a c t a  g l o r i a e  e i u s  a d s ig n a r e  
p ra e c ip u u m  sac ram en tu m  e s t :  
p r i n c i p e s  p ro  v i c t o r i a  p u g n a n t ,  
c o m ite s  p ro  p r i n c i p e .
When th e  b a t t l e f i e l d  i s  r e a c h e d  i t  
i s  a r e p r o a c h  f o r  a c h i e f  t o  be 
s u r p a s s e d  i n  p ro w e s s ; a r e p r o a c h  
f o r  h i s  r e t i n u e  n o t  t o  e q u a l  th e  
p ro w e ss  o f  i t s  c h i e f : b u t  t o  h av e  
l e f t  t h e  f i e l d  an d  s u r v iv e d  o n e 's  
c h i e f ,  t h i s  m eans l i f e l o n g  in fam y  
and  sham e: t o  p r o t e c t  and d e fe n d  
h im , t o  d e v o te  o n e 's  own f e a t s  ev en  
t o  h i s  g l o r i f i c a t i o n ,  t h i s  i s  th e  
g i s t  o f  t h e i r  a l l e g i a n c e :  th e  
c h i e f  f i g h t s  f o r  v i c t o r y ,  b u t  th e  
r e t a i n e r s  f o r  t h e  c h i e f . 4
T h is  p a s s a g e  i s  p r o b l e m a t i c : 5 T a c i tu s  s p e a k s  
i n  g e n e r a l  te rm s  an d  d o e s  n o t  p r o v id e  a 
s p e c i f i c  exam ple  o f  one  i n d i v i d u a l  w a r r i o r  
who d ie d  f o r  h i s  l o r d  i n  one i n d i v i d u a l  
b a t t l e .  I f  w a r r i o r s  d id  in d e e d  a c t  l i k e  t h i s  
i n  s p e c i f i c  b a t t l e s ,  d id  th e y  a l l  do i t  when 
th e  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  a r o s e ,  o r  was t h i s  a g o a l  
w h ich  o n ly  t h e  v e r y  b r a v e s t  re a c h e d ?  I f  t h e
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h i s t o r i c a l  r e a l i t y  o f  t h i s  e t h i c a l  in ju n c t io n  
i s  hard to  e s t a b l i s h ,  i t s  l i t e r a r y  r e a l i t y ,  
how ever, i s  n o t: v ern a cu la r  r e fe r e n c e s  are  
fr eq u en t in  th e  corpus o f  Old Germanic 
l i t e r a t u r e ,  e s p e c ia l l y  in  E n g lish  and N orse . 
In  B eow ulf, fo r  in s ta n c e ,  th e  p o e t rep roach es  
th e  cow ardly th a n es who d e se r te d  t h e ir  lo r d  
in  h is  l a s t  f i g h t  w ith  th e  dragon:
Naes da la n g  to  6on, 
bæt  6a h i ld la t a n  h o l t  o fg e fa n ,  
ty d re  treo w lo g a n , ty n e  ætsom ne, 
6a ne d o rsto n  ær dare6um la ca n  
on hyre mandryhtnes m iclan  f e a r f e ,  
ac hy scam iende s c y ld a s  bæran , 
gu6gewadu, pær se  gomela l æg . . . .
( 2834b -2851)
I t  was n o t v ery  lo n g  b e fo r e  th o se  
cowards l e f t  woods— th e weak 
p le d g e -b r e a k e r s , te n  to g e th e r ,  
th o se  who d id  n ot dare p la y  w ith  
sp ea rs  e a r l i e r  in  t h e ir  e a r th ly  
lo r d 's  g r e a t e s t  need; but th ey  were 
ashamed to  bear s h ie ld s ,  b a t t l e  
c lo t h e s ,  where th e  w arrior l a y . 6
W ig la f, th e  one f a i t h f u l  th a n e , adds h is  
rep roach es to  th o se  o f  th e  p o e t by t e l l i n g  
h is  cow ardly com panions th a t  Dead b i d 
s e l l a / e o r l a  gehwylcum bonne e d w i t l i f  
( "Death i s  b e t t e r  fo r  ev e ry  e a r l  than  a l i f e  
o f reproach" [2 8 9 0 b -2 8 9 1 ]) .  The m oral 
con seq u en ces o f  t h i s  cow ard ice ex ten d  beyond  
th e  re p r o a ch fu l l i v e s  o f  th e s e  cow ardly  
th a n e s , b ecau se th e  d e s tr u c t io n  o f  th e  w hole  
G ea tish  s o c i a l  ord er w i l l  fo l lo w :  th e  
Franks, F r ie s ia n s ,  and Swedes (2912-2921)  
w i l l  r i s e  up and d e s tr o y  th e  lo r d le s s  n a t io n .
In th e  Old Norse B jarkam al, 7 fragm entary  
in  i t s  o r ig in a l  language b ut tr a n s la te d  in t o  
L a tin  by Saxo Grammaticus around th e  tu rn  o f  
th e  t h ir t e e n th  cen tu ry  in  h is  H is to r y  o f  th e  
D anes, we have an e lo q u e n t d e fe n se  o f  th e  
moral in ju n c t io n  to  d ie  w ith  o n e 's  lo r d .  
Over th e  s l a i n  body o f  th e  D anish King 
H r o lfr , two lo y a l  w a r r io r s , B ja rk i and 
H j a l t i ,  ex h o rt th e  s u r v iv in g  r e ta in e r s  to  d ie  
by t h e ir  lo r d . H j a l t i  sp eak s:
D ulce e s t  nos domino p erc ep ta  
rependere dona. . . . Quid moror? 
Extremam iam degustavim us escam .
Rex p e r i t ,  e t  miseram so r s  u lt im a  
c o r r ip i t  urbem.
Sweet i t  i s  fo r  us to  re tu rn  t o  a 
lo r d  th e  g i f t s  we have r e c e iv e d . .
. . What i f  I  sh ou ld  d ie ?  For in  
th e  end we s h a l l  a l l  t a s t e  th a t  
fo o d . The k in g  has d ie d , and th a t  
m iser a b le  l o t  has l a in  h o ld  o f  th e  
c i t y . 8
The r e ta in e r s  heed t h i s  a d v ic e  and f a l l  one 
by one; B ja rk i and H j a l t i  a re  th e  l a s t  to  
d ie .
Perhaps th e  most famous l i t e r a r y
trea tm en t o f  t h i s  e t h i c a l  m o t if ,  how ever, i s  
The B a t t le  o f  M alden. There Ealdorman
B yrhthnoth , as th e  r e s u l t  o f  a t a c t i c a l  
e r r o r , a llo w s  a la r g e  fo r c e  o f  v ik in g s  to  
land  and th u s f in d s  h im s e lf  in  a lo s in g  
b a t t l e .  A fter  he d ie s  c o u ra g e o u s ly , h is  
th an es e i t h e r  f l e e  l i k e  th o se  in  Beowulf or  
d ie  b e s id e  t h e ir  lo r d  l i k e  th o se  in  
Bjarkam al— a c t io n s  w hich , o f  c o u r se , d e f in e  
t h e ir  moral n a tu res:
Paer wurdon Oddan b ea m  aerest on flea m e , 
G odric fram gube, and bone godan f o r l e t  
be him maenigne o f t  mear g e s e a ld e - -
he g eh leo p  bone eoh be a h te  h is  h la fo r d .
(1 85-189)
Those who d id  n o t want to  be th e r e  
r e tr e a te d  from th e  b a t t l e .  The son  
o f  Odda, G odric, was th e  f i r s t  to  
f l e e  from th e  b a t t l e  and abandon 
th e  good one who o f t e n  gave him 
many h o r se s ;  he mounted th e  h orse  
th a t  h is  lo r d  ow ned .9
B yrhtw old , p erh ap s, sums up th e  Old Germanic 
e t h i c a l  in ju n c t io n  to  d ie  w ith  o n e 's  lo rd  
b e s t  w ith  h is  w ords.
Her l i d ure e a ld o r  e a l l  forheaw en,
god on g r e o te .  A mæg gnorn ian
s e  6e nu fram b is  w igp legan  wendan
b en ced .
Ic  eom fro d  f e o r e s ;  fram i c  ne w i l l e .  
ac i c  me be h e a l f e  minum h la fo r d e ,
be swa le o fa n  men l ic g a n  b en ce .
(3 1 4 -3 1 9 )
Here l i e s  our e ld e r ,  a l l  hewn up, 
th e  good one on th e  ground. Ever 
may th e  one who now th in k s  to  tu rn  
from t h i s  b a t t le ,  g r ie v e .  I am 
ex p er ie n c ed  in  l i f e ;  I w i l l  n ever  
tu rn  away, but I m y se lf th in k  I 
w i l l  l i e  by th e  s id e  o f  my lo r d ,  
th e  much b e lo v ed  man.
I t  i s  im p o ss ib le  to  o v e r e s t im a te  th e  
im portance o f  t h i s  e t h i c a l  in ju n c t io n  as a 
s t r u c tu r a l  p r in c ip le  in  T o lk ie n 's  im a g in a tiv e  
w orks. In  The H o b b it, fo r  in s ta n c e .  B ilb o  
f e e l s  th e  p u l l  o f  c o n s c ie n c e  to  re tu rn  to  th e  
ca v es  from which he has so  r e c e n t ly  escap ed  
so  he can d efen d  h is  le a d e r  T horin  
O ak en sh ield ; l a t e r  F i l i  and K i l i  f a l l  b e s id e  
T h orin , who i s  s l a i n  in  th e  B a t t le  o f  th e  
F iv e  A rm ies. In  The Lord o f  th e  R ings Sam 
g o e s — in  th e  Norse s e n s e - -b e s e r k  when he s e e s  
Frodo ly in g ,  a p p a r e n tly , dead; he must f in d  
h is  enemy Shelob  so  he may d ie  d e fen d in g  h is  
lo r d ' s  body. But th e r e  are two e s p e c ia l l y  
in s t r u c t iv e  tr ea tm en ts  o f  t h i s  theme in  The 
Lord o f  th e  R in g s: f i r s t ,  when Aragorn and
Boromir p repare to  f a l l  w ith  t h e ir  lea d er  
G andalf in  h is  f a t a l  b a t t l e  w ith  th e  B alrog  
and, seco n d , when Merry and Eowyn p repare to  
d ie  in  th e  b a t t l e  fo r  Gondor d e fen d in g  th e
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f a l l e n  King Theoden. Both o f  th e s e  sc e n e s  
ta k e  th e  Germanic e t h i c  a s a g iv e n : what th e
s u r v iv in g  c h a r a c te r s  e x p e c t  o f  th em se lv es  i s  
h e r o ic  d ea th . In  th e  c o n ce p tu a l w orld  o f  
The B a t t le  o f  M alden, in  o th er  w ords, th e y  
r e j e c t  th e  c h o ic e  o f  G odric fo r  th a t  o f  
B yrhtw old . But in  n e ith e r  scen e  d oes T o lk ien  
a llo w  h is  c h a r a c te r s  to  d ie :  Merry and Eowyn
esca p e  wounded b ut a l i v e  w h ile  Aragorn and 
Boromir are fo r c e d  to  make th e  c h o ic e  o f  th e  
coward G odric and f l e e .  T o lk ie n , o f  c o u r s e ,  
i s  r e lu c ta n t  to  k i l l  o f f  h is  good c h a r a c te r s :  
G andalf comes back from d ea th , and m ost o f  
th e  o th e r s  s u r v iv e .  But t h i s  r e lu c ta n c e  i s  
n o t , I f e e l ,  th e  main rea so n  T o lk ien  a llo w s  
th e s e  fo u r  c h a r a c te r s  to  su r v iv e  th e  d ea th  o f  
t h e ir  lo r d s ;  i t  l i e s  in s t e a d  in  what I would  
l i k e  to  c a l l  h i s  a cc ep ta n ce  and s u p e r s e s s io n  
o f  th e  Old Germanic e t h i c .
The c o n te x t  o f  th e  f i r s t  p a ssa g e  i s  as  
fo l lo w s :  fa ced  w ith  th e  dangerous c r o s s in g
o f  th e  M isty  M ountains, th e  f e l lo w s h ip  o f  th e  
r in g  has been fo r c e d  to  f in d  i t s  dark way 
through th e  d e s e r te d  tu n n e ls  o f  M oria. The 
com panions are a tta c k e d  by a huge tro o p  o f  
o r e s ,  who pursue them to  th e  narrow b r id g e  
b e fo r e  th e  e x i t .  There a B alrog  a r i s e s  and 
G andalf must do b a t t l e  w ith  him. T o lk ien  
w r it e s :
The w izard  swayed on th e  b r id g e ,  
step p ed  back a p a ce , and th en  a g a in  
s to o d  s t i l l .
"You can n ot p a ss!"  he s a id .
With a bound th e  B a lrog  lea p ed  
f u l l  upon th e  b r id g e . I t s  whip  
w h ir led  and h is s e d .
"He can n ot s ta n d  a lo n e !"  c r ie d  
Aragorn su d d en ly  and ran back a lo n g  
th e  b r id g e . " E len d il!"  he sh o u ted .
"Iam w ith  you , G andalf!"
"Gondor!" c r ie d  Boromir and 
lea p ed  a f t e r  h im .10
(p . 345)
So fa r  Aragorn and Boromir are a c t in g  l i k e  
p e r f e c t  th a n e s , who owe lo y a l t y  n o t so  much 
to  a ca u se  but to  a man. I t  would have been  
t a c t i c a l l y  w ise  fo r  B ry h th n o th 's  th a n es in  
The B a t t le  o f  Malden to  have regrouped  and 
a tta ck ed  th e  v ik in g s  from a p o s i t io n  o f  
s tr e n g th ;  England would have been serv ed  th e  
b e t t e r .  Under a d i f f e r e n t  e t h i c a l  system  
th o se  who r e tr e a te d  would have been p r a is e d ,  
n o t damned. But i t  i s  p erso n a l l o y a l t y  th a t  
i s  im portant in  Old Germanic e t h i c s .  Thus 
Aragorn and Boromir le a v e  t h e ir  s a fe  p o s i t io n  
and run back o n to  th e  b r id g e . But as he 
f a l l s  o f f  th e  b r id g e , G andalf g iv e s  them one 
l a s t  command: " F ly , you f o o ls ! "  (p . 3 4 5 ) .
They d o , and Aragorn assum es th e  le a d e r s h ip  
o f  th e  group . We respond f i r s t  t o  th e  
courage and l o y a l t y  o f  Aragorn and Borom ir, 
but th en  we r e a l i z e  th a t  th e r e  i s  a g r e a te r  
e t h i c a l  in ju n c t io n  th a t  su p ersed es  th a t  o f  
d y in g  w ith  o n e 's  lo r d : a cco m p lish in g  th e
a ll- im p o r ta n t  ta s k  o f  d e s tr o y in g  th e  r in g .  
An an alogou s s i t u a t io n  in  The B a t t le  o f  
Malden would have been fo r  th e  p o e t to  p r a is e  
th o se  who f l e e  fo r  t h e ir  wisdom in  ch o o sin g  
to  d efen d  England ra th e r  than a dead lo r d .
The c o n te x t  o f  th e  second  p a ssa g e  i s  as  
f o l lo w s :  Gondor i s  b e s ie g e d  by a seem in g ly
in v in c ib le  fo r c e  from Mordor le d  by th e  
N a zg u l. Old King Theoden, how ever, h a l t s  th e  
momentum o f  th e  e v i l  f o r c e s  m om entarily  by 
a r r iv in g  u n e x p e c te d ly  from Rohan w ith  h is  
tro o p  o f  h o rse  s o l d i e r s — among whom a re  th e  
h o b b it M erry, r e c e n t ly  a cc ep ted  as one o f  
T heoden 's th a n e s , and Eowyn, T heoden 's n ie c e ,  
who i s  d is g u is e d  a s a m ale named Dernhelm in  
h er r e f u s a l  to  s t a y  home in  s a f e t y  w ith  th e  
r e s t  o f  th e  women. Enraged by th e  sudden  
tu rn  in  th e  b a t t l e ,  th e  Lord o f  th e  N azgul 
a t ta c k s  King Theoden, c a u s in g  h is  h o rse  to  
f a l l  upon him , c r u sh in g  him to  d e a th . As th e  
N azgul p rep a res  to  m u t i la te  th e  K in g 's  b o d y --  
a s th e  v ik in g s  d id  to  B y rh th n o th 's  in  The 
B a t t le  o f  M alden--Eowyn and M erry, l i k e  
B yrhtw old , p rep are to  f a l l  b e s id e  t h e i r  dead  
lo r d :
But Theoden was n o t u t t e r l y  
fo r sa k e n . The k n ig h ts  o f  h is  house  
la y  s l a i n  about him , or e l s e  
m astered  by th e  madness o f  t h e i r  
s te e d s  were borne fa r  away. Yet 
one s to o d  th e r e  s t i l l :  Dernhelm
th e  young, f a i t h f u l  beyond fe a r ;  
and he w ep t, fo r  he had lo v ed  h is  
lo r d  a s a f a t h e r .  R igh t through  
th e  ch arge Merry had been borne  
unharmed b eh ind  him , u n t i l  th e  
Shadow came. . . . "K ing's man!
K in g 's  man!" h is  h e a r t  c r ie d  w ith in  
him . "You must s ta y  by him ."
(p . 115)
The s i t u a t io n  h ere  i s  s im i la r  to  th a t  in  
B eo w u lf: a l l  th e  l o r d ' s  th a n es are gone
e x c e p t fo r  one b lo o d  r e l a t i v e  w i l l in g  to  d ie  
w ith  him . The one becom es two when Merry 
overcom es h is  s e n s ib l e  i n s t i n c t  to  p r e se r v e  
l i f e  and su bm its h im s e lf  to  th e  e t h i c a l  
in ju n c t io n  to  d ie  w ith  h is  lo r d . But b ecau se  
o f  two sw o rd stro k es b oth  lu ck y  and 
co u ra g eo u s— th e  f i r s t  from Merry and th e  
second  from Eowyn, th e  enemy i s  k i l l e d .  
They, how ever, a re  b a d ly  wounded, b ut l a t e r  
are h ea led  by Aragorn.
At f i r s t  g la n c e  T o lk ie n 's  r e lu c ta n c e  to  
k i l l  o f f  good c h a r a c te r s  seems th e  o n ly  
rea so n  fo r  th e  s u r v iv a l  o f  Merry and Eowyn. 
U n lik e  Aragorn and Boromir e a r l i e r ,  th e y  a re  
n o t fa c e d  w ith  a m oral c r i s i s  in  which th e  
Old Germanic e t h i c  o f  d y in g  w ith  o n e ' s lo r d  
i s  su p ersed ed  by a h ig h er  o n e . L ike  
B yrhtw old , B ja r k i,  and H j a l t i  th ey  f a l l  in  
b a t t l e - - b u t  l i k e  W ig la f th e y  l i v e .  And by 
th e  end o f  th e  book we und erstan d  why th ey  
l i v e .  U n lik e  W ig la f , who s u r v iv e s  to  r u le  a 
co u n try  fa c in g  su re  and s w i f t  d e s t r u c t io n ,  
th e y  both  a re  in s tr u m e n ta l in  b u i ld in g  th e  
new w orld  a f t e r  th e  wars have ended . Eowyn 
m a rries  Faram ir, Steward o f  Gondor, and w ith  
him r u le s  th e  new realm  o f  O s g i l ia t h ,  and 
Merry i s  th e  main in stru m en t in  th e  sco u r in g  
o f  th e  S h ire  o f  th e  rem nants o f  e v i l .  A gain ,  
a s w ith  Aragorn and Boromir a t  th e  b r id g e ,  
th e  la r g e r ,  communal co n cern s ou tw eigh  th e  
in d iv id u a l .
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In  s h o r t ,  T o lk ien  a c c e p ts  Old Germanic 
e t h i c s — b ut o n ly  p a r t i a l l y .  The id e a  o f  
d y in g  w ith  o n e 's  lo r d  i s  adm irab le a s lo n g  as  
i t  i s  a l im ite d  and n o t a b s o lu te  commandment. 
T h is a n a ly s is  le a d s  me to  make th r e e  ob­
s e r v a t io n s  about T o lk ie n 's  u se  o f  m ed ieva l 
m a te r ia l;  th e  f i r s t  i s  h i s t o r i c a l ,  th e  second  
b io g r a p h ic a l ,  and th e  th ir d  c r i t i c a l .
F i r s t ,  as we f in d  o u t from B ede, th e  
c o n v e r s io n  o f  th e  A nglo-Saxons from th e  Old 
Germanic r e l i g i o n  to  C h r is t ia n it y  was la r g e ly  
a p r o c e s s  o f  a c c e p t in g  th e  good from pagan  
c u l t  w orsh ip  and g iv in g  a C h r is t ia n  d im en sion  
to  th o s e  t h in g s .  As Pope G regory w r it e s  to  
Abbot M e ll i tu s  on h is  d ep a rtu re  fo r  B r ita in :
Cum erg o  Deus om nipotens v o s ad 
rev eren tiss im u m  virum fra trem  
nostrum  Augustinum episcopum  
p e r d u x e r it ,  d i c i t e  e i ,  q u id  d iu  
mecum de cau sa  Anglorum c o g ita n s  
t r a c t a v i :  v i d e l i c e t  q u ia  fana  
idolorum  d e s t r u i  in  eadem g en te  
minime d eb ea n t; sed  ip s a  quae in  
e i s  su n t id o la  d e s tr u a n tu r ;  aqua 
b e n e d ic ta  f i a t ,  in  e isd em  fa n is  
a sp e r g a tu r , a l t a r i a  c o n s tr u a n tu r , 
r e l iq u ie  p on an tu r. . . .
When A lm ighty God s h a l l  b r in g  you  
to  our m ost rev eren d  b ro th er  
A u g u stin e , b ish o p , t e l l  him what I 
have fo r  a lo n g  tim e d e v is e d  about 
th e  ca u se  o f  th e  E n g lish :  th a t  i s ,  
th a t  th e  tem p les  o f  th e  id o l s  in  
th a t  co u n try  ought n o t to  be 
broken; b ut o n ly  th e  i d o l s  which  
are in  them; th a t  h o ly  w ater be 
made and s p r in k le d  about th o se  
te m p le s , a l t a r s  b u i l t ,  r e l i c s  
p la c e d . . . . H
Thus A rchbishop A u g u s t in e 's  f i r s t  m eetin g  
w ith  th e  B r i t i s h  p r e la t e s  i s  in  a sa cred  
grove ( I I . 2 ) ,  and S t .  Columba e s t a b l i s h e s  th e  
m onastery  o f  Dearmach in  a n oth er sa c r e d  grove  
( I I I .  4 ) .  T h is ,  a n a lo g o u s ly , i s  a l s o  
T o lk ie n 's  method: he ta k e s  an e s t a b l i s h e d  
e lem en t from th e  Old Germanic p a s t ,  a c c e p ts  
what i s  u s e fu l  in  i t  and c o n s tr u c t s  som eth in g  
g r e a te r  in  i t s  p la c e .
My second  o b s e r v a t io n  has more to  do 
w ith  T o lk ie n 's  l i f e  than  E n g lish  h is t o r y .  As 
a d e d ic a te d , e n t h u s ia s t ic  Roman C a th o lic  who 
was a sc h o la r  o f  Old Germanic langu age and 
l i t e r a t u r e  by p r o f e s s io n ,  he had t o  come to  
term s w ith  h is  own m oral dilem m a. The 
m ed iev a l Church condemned th e  Old Germanic 
gods b lu n t ly  a s demons, y e t  T o lk ie n  d e l ig h t e d  
in  s t o r i e s  about them as lo n g  a s a means 
co u ld  be found by w hich  th e y  co u ld  f i t  in t o  
h is  C h r is t ia n  b e l i e f s .  Thus we can f in d  
t r a c e s  o f  th e  paradigm  o f  a cc ep ta n ce  and 
s u p e r s e s s io n ,  w hich  he saw in  Bede and u sed  
in  The Lord o f  th e  R in g s , in  h i s  l i f e .  The 
famous s to r y  ( s e e  C arp en ter, pp. 163 f f . )  
ab out how T o lk ie n  argued  h i s  f r ie n d ,  C. S . 
L ew is, in t o  C h r is t ia n it y  i s  a c a s e  in  p o in t .  
On an e v e n in g 's  w alk around O xford, Lewis
c o n fid e d  in  T o lk ien  th a t  a lth o u g h  he was now 
w i l l in g  to  a c c e p t G od's e x i s t e n c e ,  he saw no 
rea so n  b eh in d  C h r is t  and th e  C r u c if ix io n — 
even  i f  i t  was a p le a s in g  myth s im ila r  to  
th a t  o f  th e  N orse god B a ld r . One o f  our God- 
g iv e n  c a p a b i l i t i e s ,  ran T o lk ie n 's  r e jo in d e r ,  
i s  to  be a s u b -c r e a to r 12 and make myths which  
a re  im p e r fe c t  r e f l e c t io n s  o f  th e  tr u t h .  
C h r is t ' s  C r u c if ix io n  and R e su r r e c t io n  
com p rise  th e  t r u e ,  h i s t o r i c a l  myth w hich  th e  
B aldr myth r e f l e c t s  im p e r fe c t ly .  That i n ­
s ig h t  o f  T o lk ie n 's ,  based  on a ccep ta n ce  and 
s u p e r s e s s io n  o f  Old Germanic r e l i g i o n ,  was 
th e  im m ediate ca u se  o f  L ew is' c o n v e r s io n .
My th ir d  o b s e r v a t io n  i s  about T o lk ie n 's  
l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m .  As he d em o n stra tes in  
h is  v e r s e  p la y ,  "The Homecoming o f  
B eorh th n oth , B eo rh th elm 's  Son," ( s e e  T o l­
k ie n ' s  "On F a iry  S t o r ie s ,"  pp. 3 -2 5 ) w hich  he 
co u p led  w ith  h is  s c h o la r ly  a r t i c l e ,  
"Ofermod," c r e a t iv e  work can be l i t e r a r y  
c r i t i c i s m  as v a lu a b le  a s s c h o la r s h ip  and 
com plem entary to  i t .  I s u g g e s t  th a t  we can  
v iew  The Lord o f  th e  R ings as c r i t i c i s m  o f  
Old Germanic l i t e r a t u r e  a s u s e f u l  as  
T o lk ie n 's  famous a r t i c l e ,  "B eo w u lf: th e  
M onsters and th e  C r i t ic s ."  In  o th er  w ords, 
by p r e s e n t in g  t h i s  paradigm  o f  a ccep ta n ce  and 
s u p e r s e s s io n  worked ou t im a g in a t iv e ly ,  
T o lk ien  g iv e s  us a u s e f u l  t o o l  fo r  s o r t in g  
o u t th e  r e la t io n s h ip  betw een  Old Germanic and 
C h r is t ia n  v a lu e s  in  B eow ulf and so  many o th er  
m a s te r p ie c e s  o f  e a r ly  m ed iev a l l i t e r a t u r e .  
Thus th e  v ex in g  l a s t  l i n e s  o f  B eow u lf,
. . . he wære  w yruld cyn in ga  
manna m ild u st  ond mondwær u s t  
leodum l i 6 o s t  ond l o f  g e o r n o s t .
(3180-3 1 8 2 )
. . . he was o f  e a r th ly  k in g s  th e  
m ild e s t  o f  men and m ost g e n t le ,  
k in d e s t  to  h is  p eo p le  and most 
ea g er  fo r  p r a is e .
in  w hich  th e  Old Germanic b o a s t fu ln e s s  and 
th e  C h r is t ia n  m eekness a re yoked w ith  
v io le n c e  to g e th e r  make p e r f e c t  se n se  i f  we 
a p p ly  T o lk ie n 's  paradigm  to  them: we may 
a c c e p t th e  Germanic h e r o ic  v a lu e s  a s good in  
th em se lv es  a s lo n g  a s th e y  are su p ersed ed  by 
th e  C h r is t ia n . Sacred  oak g ro v es are  
w on d erfu l p la c e s  a s  lo n g  a s  C h r is t ia n  
ch u rch es are b u i l t  in  them .
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w o r ld ,  why s h o u ld  t h e r e  n o t  be a  s o r t  o f  " C h r i s t i a n i t y "  
i n  h i s  s e c o n d a ry  w o rld ?  The a n sw e r i s  t h a t  t h e r e  sh o u ld  
b e ,  a s  e v id e n c e d  by B o r o m ir 's  a b s o l u t i o n ,  G a n d a l f 's  
r e s u r r e c t i o n ,  and th e  e u c a t a s t r o p h e  o f  M inas T i r i t h .  
The C h r i s t i a n  i n f lu e n c e  b ro u g h t  t o  M id d le - e a r th  i s  
e v id e n c e d  i n  w ays o t h e r  th a n  r e s o l u t i o n .  I t  i s  a  
s t r a n g e  c o in c id e n c e  t h a t  t h e  day F ro d o  d e p a r t s  from  
R iv e n d e l l  on h i s  q u e s t  i s  D ecem ber 2 5 , C h r is tm a s  D ay, 
and t h e  day  on w h ich  t h e  R in g  i s  d e s t r o y e d  i s  M arch 2 5 , 
t h e  F e a s t  o f  t h e  E n u n c ia t io n .
The v e ry  n a tu r e  o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y  i s  o p t i m i s t i c ,  
b a se d  on th e  u l t i m a t e  tr iu m p h  o f  good o v e r  e v i l .  The 
s u b - c r e a t o r  o f  M id d le - e a r th  was a  d e v o u t C a th o l i c  and 
b e l i e v e d  i n  t h i s  o p t i m i s t i c  f a i t h ,  and  h e  p a s s e d  t h i s  
b e l i e f  i n t o  h i s  s u b - c r e a t i o n .  T o lk i e n ,  t h e  C h r i s t i a n ,  
c o u ld  n o t  i n  good c o n s c ie n c e  a l lo w  e v i l  t o  t r iu m p h  
a g a i n .
I n  e a c h  e x a m p le , we s e e  e v i l  t r y i n g  t o  w ork  i t s  
w i l l ,  o n ly  t o  be b e a te n  o f f  by some C h r i s t i a n  b e l i e f .  
F o r  B o ro m ir , t h e  l u s t  f o r  t h e  R in g  w as to o  much t o  fe n d  
o f f .  Y et i n  t h e  e n d , B o ro m ir c o n f e s s e s  t h i s  s i n  t o  
A rag o rn  and  d i e s  w i th  a  c le a n  c o n s c ie n c e .  I  p e r s o n a l l y  
h av e  no d o u b t t h a t  he  f i n a l l y  p a s s e d  o v e r  t h e  s e a .  He 
was f o r g i v e n .
G a n d a lf  f e l l  d e fe n d in g  th e  m em bers o f  t h e  
F e l lo w s h ip  a g a i n s t  one  o f  t h e  m o st p o w e r fu l  e v i l  b e in g s  
l e f t  i n  M i d d l e - e a r t h ,  and  i t  a p p e a re d  t h a t  h i s  
g u id a n c e ,  w isdom , and  m o t iv a t io n  w ere  t a k e n  fro m  th e  
F re e  P e o p le s  o f  t h e  w o r ld  to o  s o o n . Y et h e  was s e n t  
b ack  t o  c o m p le te  h i s  t a s k ,  t r u l y  a  e u c a t a s t r o p h e ,  and  a  
m ir a c l e  t o  th o s e  who th o u g h t  h e  w as g o n e .
M inas T i r i t h  was on t h e  b r in k  o f  d i s a s t e r ,  and  th e  
R o h ir r im  s u d d e n ly  a p p e a re d  t o  t u r n  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  t h e  
b a t t l e .  E ach t im e  t h a t  e v i l  i s  on t h e  v e r g e  o f  a  
v i c t o r y ,  t h e r e  i s  some s o r t  o f  s a v in g  g r a c e ,  a  
e u c a t a s t r o p h e ,  j u s t  a s  t h e  e u c a ta s t r o p h e  o f  C h r i s t ' s  
r e s u r r e c t i o n  s a v e s  Man i n  t h e  B i b l e .  The C h r i s t i a n i t y  
o f  t h e  p r im a ry  w o rld  i s  m ir r o r e d  i n  T o l k i e n 's  s e c o n d a ry  
w o r ld .
As shown by e x am p le s  a b o v e , t h e  d i s s o n a n c e s  o f  t h e  
f i r s t  v i c t o r y  o f  E v i l  ( i n  The S i l m a r i l l i o n ) a r e  
r e s o lv e d  i n t o  t h e  harm ony o f  t h e  v i c t o r y  o f  Good ( i n  
The L ord  o f  t h e  R in g s ) by t h e  C h r i s t i a n  i n f lu e n c e  
b ro u g h t  i n t o  M id d le - e a r th  by i t s  s u b - c r e a t o r .  To 
T o lk ie n ,  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  and  t h e  s u b - c r e a t o r ,  i t  seem s 
a lm o s t  in c o n c e iv a b le  t h a t  The L ord  o f  t h e  R in g s  w ould  
end i n  any way o t h e r  th a n  a  happy  e n d in g :
The E v an g e liu m  h a s  n o t  a b r o g a te d  l e g e n d s ;  i t  
h a s  h a llo w e d  th em , e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  "h ap p y  
e n d i n g " . . .  So g r e a t  i s  t h e  b o u n ty  w i th  w h ich  
he  h a s  b een  t r e a t e d  t h a t  h e  [m an] may now, 
p e r h a p s ,  f a i r l y  d a r e  t o  g u e s s  t h a t  i n  F a n ta s y  
he may a c t u a l l y  a s s i s t  i n  t h e  e f f o l i a t i o n  and 
m u l t i p l e  e n r ic h m e n t  o f  c r e a t i o n .  A l l  t a l e s  
may come t r u e . . . .  ( I b i d . )
NOTES
[1 ]  J .R .R .  T o lk i e n ,  " L e a f  by N i g g l e , "  The T o lk ie n  
R ead e r (New Y o rk : B a l l a n t i n e  B o o k s, 1 9 6 6 ) ,  p .8 8 .
[2 ]  J .R .R .  T o lk i e n ,  The F e l lo w s h ip  o f  t h e  R in g  (New 
Y o rk : B a l l a n t i n e  B o o k s, 1 9 6 5 ) ,  p .  3 2 0 .
[3 ]  J .R .R .  T o lk i e n ,  The S i l m a r i l l i o n  (B o s to n :  H oughton
M i f f l i n  Company, 1 9 8 3 ) ,  p .  1 53 .
[A] J .R .R .  T o lk ie n ,  The Two T ow ers (New Y ork : 
B a l l a n t i n e  B o o k s, 1 9 6 5 ) , p .  1 35 .
[5 ]  J .R .R .  T o lk i e n ,  The R e tu rn  o f  t h e  K ing (New Y ork : 
B a l l a n t i n e  B o o k s, 1 9 6 5 ) , p .  2 4 .
[6 ]  J .R .R . T o lk ie n . The Book o f  L o s t T a l e s —  P a r t  I I  
(B o s to n : H oughton  M if f l in  C om pany, 1 9 8 4 ), p . 1 6 0 .
[7 ]  J .R .R . T o lk ie n , "On F a ir y  S t o r i e s ,"  T he T o lk ie n  
R ead e r (New Y o rk : B a lla n tin e  B o o k s, 1 9 6 6 ), p . 6 8 .
ACKNOWLEDGMENT
I  w ould  l i k e  to  th a n k  D r. R o b e rt B o en ig  o f  R u tg e rs  
U n iv e r s i ty  f o r  h i s  a d v ic e  an d  a s s i s t a n c e  in  th e  
p r e p a r a tio n  o f  t h i s  p a p e r .
O ld G e r m a n i c  E t h i c s ,  c o n t i n u e d  f r o m  p a g e  12 
e d . ,  A T o lk ien  Compass (La S a l l e ,  I l l i n o i s :  
Open Court P u b lish in g , 1 9 7 5 ), pp. 153 f f .
4 . T a c itu s , A q rico la  and Germania, ed . and
tr a n s . Maurice Hutton (New York: Putnam,
1 9 2 5 ), pp. 282-285 .
5 . See Rosemary W oolf, "The Id e a l o f  Men 
Dying w ith  th e ir  Lord in  th e  Germania and in  
The B a t t le  o f  M alden." Anglo-Saxon England 5 
(1 9 7 6 ) , pp. 6 3 -8 1 .
6 . C. L. Wrenn and W. F. B o lto n , e d s . ,
Beowulf w ith  th e  F innesburg Fragment (New 
York: S t .  M a rtin 's  P r e s s , 1 9 7 3 ), p . 200.
T r a n s la t io n s  from Old E n g lish  are my own.
7 . See P eter  H a llb erg , Old I c e la n d ic  P o e tr y ,
tr a n s .  Paul Schach and Sonja L indgrenson  
(L in c o ln , Nebraska: U n iv e r s ity  o f  Nebraska
P r e s s ,  1 9 6 2 ), pp. 102 f .
8 . J . O lrek and H. Raeder, e d s . ,  S axon is
G esta Danorum, V o l. I (Hauniae: L evin  and
Munksgaard, 1 9 3 1 ). pp. 5 4 -5 5 . The tr a n ­
s la t io n  i s  my own.
9. The p a ssa g es  from The B a t t le  o f  Malden
are taken  from F red er ic  G. C assid y  and 
R ichard N. R in g le r , e d s . ,  B r ig h t 's  Old 
E n g lish  Grammar and Reader (New York: H o lt ,
R inehart and W inston, 1 9 7 1 ).
10. J . R. R. T o lk ien , The Lord o f  th e  Rings
(B oston: Houghton M if f l in ,  1 9 7 4 ).
11. Bede, The E c c l e s i a s t i c a l  H is to ry  o f  th e
E n g lish  N ation  ed . J . E. King (Cambridge, 
M assach u setts: Harvard U n iv e r s ity  P r e s s ,
1 9 7 1 ), pp. 161-163 . The t r a n s la t io n  i s  my 
m odernized v e r s io n  o f  K in g 's .
12. See T o lk ie n 's  e s s a y ,  "On F a iry  S to r ie s ,"
in  J . R. R. T o lk ien , The T o lk ien  Reader (New 
York: B a l la n t in e ,  1 9 6 6 ), pp. 5 f f .
W i l l i a m s  P a n e l ,  c o n t i n u e d  f r o m  p a g e  21 
a b ou t th e  way you have t o  le a r n  a new la n g u a g e  t o  rea d  
s c i e n c e  f i c t i o n .  W e l l ,  y o u  h a v e  t o  l e a r n  a new  
la n g u a g e  —  and  i t ' s  n o t  j u s t  a s u b - l a n g u a g e ,  
e i t h e r  —  t o  e n jo y  C h a r le s  W ill ia m s . Sooner o r  l a t e r  
you d o , i f  you k eep  up w ith  i t .
DAVID BRATMAN: I  t h i n k  w e ' v e  co m e t o  a
c o n c lu s io n  on C h a r le s  W illia m s and I  thank you f o r  
com ing t o  t h i s  p a n e l .
Art Submissions
S u b m iss io n s  o f  a r t  a r e  s t r o n g ly  e n c o u ra g e d  an d  
r e q u e s te d . T hey may b e  d ra w in g s  o f  s c e n e s  fro m , o r  
th e m a tic  t r e a tm e n ts  o f ,  th e  w o rk s o f  T o lk ie n , L e w is , 
a n d /o r  W illia m s , a s  w e ll a s  g e n e r a l t r e a tm e n ts  o f  
f a n t a s t i c  an d  m y th o lo g ic a l th e m e s . A rt sh o u ld  b e  4 1 /2 "  
w id e  an d  from  1 to  5 1 /2 "  t a l l .  F u l l  p ag e  a r t  sh o u ld  be 
7 1 /2 "  w id e  by 10" t a l l .  A d d re ss in q u i r i e s  to  th e  A rt 
E d ito r  ( s e e  p ag e  2 f o r  a d d r e s s ) .
